The early reports of the time stress the piety and godliness of that rural community and there can be no doubt the young Jonathan was early practiced in the Bible and Catechism. His education was received largely from his father and mother. As was customary in those days, the pastor of the local church was the source of most of the advanced education which the children of professional people received. So we find it recorded that he was prepared for admission to the sophomore class of Yale College by his pastor, the Reverend Doctor Mathias Burnet. It would be interesting to speculate upon the technic of admission to advanced standing to Yale College in those days, but our information is somewhat limited. In any event, the young Jonathan entered on his college course at what would be now considered the tender age of I 5. That this was not unusual was evidenced by the fact that the older Silliman entered Yale in I792, at the age of 13, the youngest of his class, save one. Of Jonathan's life at Yale no record is available but an excellent picture of the undergraduate environment of that period is to be found in the letters and diary of Benjamin Silliman, and it may not be out of place to quote briefly from that source in order that we may picture the influences that helped to mould him.
I795: Aug. 13-Rain in the forenoon, partly clear in the afternoon; but it is still cloudy, and the weather appears to be unsettled. Studied in the forenoon, and wrote all the afternoon; YALE JOURNAL OF BIOLOGY AND MEDICINE, VOL. 1, NO. 6 in the evening went to Brothers in Unity Society; returned to my room with Bishop, Robbins, and Tucker. We dressed Robbins in the beau mode, but making a little too much noise, Mr. Linsley came up to still us. Nevertheless, we finished the transformation of Robbins, and he strutted around college with considerable dignity. We raised the electrical kite this day, but the air was too near an equilibrium to afford any of the fluid." "Aug. I5-Fine, clear, wholesome air-very cool. I studied in the forenoon and came home in the afternoon determined to write, but as I felt in a poor mood for study I went and danced in the hall; however, I might as well have kept to my books. I have been this evening at Bishop's room, when the conversation turned upon swearing, and a profane person who was present said that he was determined to break himself of swearing; but I fear that his promises are more easily made than kept. I have just now come to a resolution to write down every material error of my life in this journal, that by a retrospective view I may keep myself free from error. I hope I shall be enabled to do myself justice and not be partial; but perhaps I shall sometimes express myself in ambiguous terms known only to myself, and I shall likewise write proper names, which I do not wish to have known, in a particular manner. I think of no material error of which I have this day been guilty, but in general I would observe that I am in some degree addicted to detraction, but I hope I shall be able to cure myself."
This last may well have been written by Knight because as we read the eulogies on his death it appears that Dr. Knight was an extraordinarily sober, earnest student, taking serious thought as to his own behavior and its relation to the people and things about him.
"Aug. 22-Somewhat cloudy, and very cool for this season of the year, but very good weather for study. I copied compositions all the forenoon, and went to recitation at eleven. The class recited about half round, and because two of them missed and had not studied their recitations, Mr. S . . . jumped up in a pet and told the class to get their recitations better, and to come prepared to recite the same recitation on Monday, and went out of the chapel with amazing velocity. In consequence of his intemperate conduct, the class was very much offended, and declared that they would not give him a present. I think that he ought to have commanded his temper, although it must be acknowledged that a man ought to have the patience of Job to officiate as a tutor in the college
The following account of the induction of Dr. Dwight into the office of President, while not bearing directly on Jonathan Knight, gives us an interesting picture of a formal proceeding during this college period.
"Sept. 8-I stayed at Mrs. Hill's all the afternoon, copied tunes, fluted, &c. Dr. Dwight was to have been inducted into the office of President at ten A. M. but through some misfortune was Inot, and it was postponed until six P. M., when I attended in the chapel which was filled with clergymen, students, &c. The ceremony was begun by an anthem; then a Latin oration and addresses to the President elect, by Mr. Williams. The president then made a Latin oration and addresses to the corporation, and the whole was concluded by an anthem called "The Heavenly Vision". The first act of power exercised by the new President was "cantatur anthema." I then went to supper and then to college, to see the illumination and fireworks: the illumination was very good. I walked the yard with Page, and feel considerably fatigued, but hope to receive no material injury from extraordinary exercise. There were very few people in the yard, compared with some Commencements, (I suppose) on account of the sickness and the rains which have hindered them from coming to town
The following quotation indicates the trend of thought among the students of those days: "Nov. 9-I rose as early as usual, attended prayers and wrote in a part of the forenoon upon the question, "Whether a minority can ever be justified in a rebelling against a majority." In the afternoon I read and wrote upon the following question: "Whether the mental abilities of the females are equal to those of the males," -of the affirmative of which I am a strenuous advocate. I believe that the difference in the appearance of the sexes (as to their minds) is owing entirely to neglect of the education of females, which is a shame to man, and ought to be remedied. In the evening I went to the meeting of 4BK; returned and wrote upon the above question until half-past ten".
That all the student's time was not spent in books appears in the following entry in the elder Silliman's diary which, like those 329 previously quoted, might have been the product of the mind of Jonathan Knight.
"Jan. 7-After prayers I went to meeting; stayed until about seven, and went to Dutton's room, and then, according to a previous appointment, we, together with Page, went to Mrs. W . . .'s. Dutton introduced me with the usual ceremonies, and we took our seats. There were present Miss . . . , two Misses . Miss ..., &c. We conversed upon . . . What? ah! . . what, sure enough, for I'm sure I can't tell. Not a single useful observation have I heard this evening, but I have (I hope) made some. And the torture of the etiquette! Stuck up like a wax figure, but I must sit; first cross one leg, then the other; then thrust my hand into my jacket; then drag forth a studied observation, or hear one equally sensible; . . such as, "Mr. . . . , is a fine dancer". "Did you attend the last assembly?" "Did you ever dance a cottilion?" "Mr. Silliman, do sing!" "Pray excuse me m'am!" "O no, sir. Good singers always need urging". . . . Such is the conversation of great companies. I can see no pleasure in such conversation. The chimney-corner is the place for me."
Yale College, during the period of which we write, was busily engaged in training the youth of the land in Greek and Latin, in Mathematics, Natural Philosophy, in the Bible and Homiletics, -the whole tinged with religious dogma and teleological metaphysics. Of science there was none and those men who were blessed, or cursed, with an abiding curiosity concerning the living world about them were perforce driven to the study of medicine. Training in this field was at that time entirely separate in Connecticut from an educational institution. The earlier men of the 18th century received their training at the hands of busy practitioners, acquiring their knowledge of medicine at first hand as they followed the doctor on his rounds. Such a procedure was unorganized and uncontrolled, and quackery was not unknown. In order to combat certain undesirable features of the medical practise at that time, we find small groups of the better men in a community banding themselves together and appealing to the State Legislature to appoint annually a committee whose duty it would be to examine candidates and to grant a license to practise to those who were qualified. There is, perhaps, some doubt as to what group of men 330 first formed such an organization, but at all events, on Sept. 27, 1763, eleven doctors in the town of Norwich so petitioned the State Legislature-a petition which unfortunately failed of its objective, as is the case at the inception of almost all truly constructive ideas. The meeting of the doctors of New London County was not unique. Somewhere about this time a similar project developed in Litchfield County, although in the words of Dr. Francis Bacon, "It must be confessed that the extant accounts of these bodies are of rather a dim and legendary character".
Though unsuccessful in establishing a method of licensing doctors for the practise of medicine, the meetings of doctors so initiated must have resulted in benefit to themselves for they continued almost without interruption until the formation of a medical society. It is interesting that these associations appeared first in communities not related to an educational institution.
While originality of thought must be granted to the doctors outside of New Haven, nevertheless, the successful prosecution of the project lies to the credit of the doctors of this town, for we read:-"The year I783 found the physicians of New Haven engaged in a systematic, business-like, and persevering purpose to procure a charter for a Medical Society. The Legislature then met every October in New Haven and every May in Hartford, attracted to those places, as popular tradition declared, respectively by the autumnal oyster in New Haven Bay and the vernal shad in the Connecticut River, and it may be that the annual opportunity for studying the habits of the species Legislator of the genus Homno had fitted the New Haven doctors for dealing the more effectively with that august body. They understood that it was not enough to present a petition with a laudable object stated honestly and clearly, but that something of the method brought to bear upon the unjust judge in the parable might be necessary if they would shun the fate of their Norwich brethren".
"On the ioth day oft December, 1783, Leverett Hubbard, SEneas Munson, Samuel Nesbit, Levi Ives, and Samuel Darling, all of New Haven, requested, by advertisement in the Connecticut Journal, the physicians and surgeons of New Haven County to meet at the Coffee House in New Haven on the first Monday of January, then ensuing, at two o'clock P. M., 'in order to form regu-lations within the lines of their profession, of the utmost importance to the public and themselves".
Glimmerings of scientific needs of the time were not, however, entirely denied to the collegiate group for we find that in I777, Dr. Ezra Stiles, in anticipation of his elevation to the office of President of Yale College, drafted a plan for the development of the University. The manuscript draft of this plan is still in existence and shows an unusual breadth of vision and sense of proportion, particularly with reference to medicine. Dr. Stiles pointed out that in fulfilling its obligations to the community "to circulate and increase medical knowledge must be an object worthy the attention of every well regulated state". He saw with extraordinary clearness that education was one of the first obligations resulting from the organization of a people into a political group. This is the more interesting because Yale College was originally founded as a result of private enterprise and at no time has it received any very large amount of financial support from the State. The pendulum swung wide from that propitious beginning but our own day and generation may see the advent of a return movement. The program of Dr. Stiles did not stop with generalities but went on into specific detail describing three courses of medical lectures. The first of these would deal with the anatomy of the human body "and in general whatever tends to give a complete idea of the animal frame, the subject of disease and health". This would be followed by a series of informal and extemporaneous descriptions of the drugs used throughout the whole materia medica, giving to each student an example of the efficacious drugs with a brief account of their use. Interestingly enough, he recommended the introduction of lectures on chemistry, so that the student might know something about the methods of preparing important medicines.
A final course consisted of a series of written lectures on the nature of disease and the art of medicine and surgery. Not content with planning the courses Dr. Stiles enumerated the sources from which the instructors might draw the requisite information, listing such books as Cowper's Anatomy, Boerhaave's lectures, and the writings of Hippocrates, of Sydenham, and of Van Swieten. On completing such a program the qualified student would be admitted to the degree of Bachelor in Physic. If, after leaving college the student proceeded with a year's course in clinical lectures and followed the physician on his rounds, he would then be prepared to receive the degree of Doctor in Physic. Apparently this report to the Corporation did not meet with universal approval for it remained buried in the records until after the elder Dwight became President of Yale College in I795.
While President Dwight can not be credited with the original idea of a medical institution at Yale, it was, nevertheless, due to his energy that the first step was taken in this direction. The lack of training in the sciences was to him a very obvious one and it was his desire to establish a Professorship in Chemistry and Natural History in Yale College. Through his influence, in I798, the Corporation passed a vote to the effect "that a Professor of Chemistry and Natural History be instituted in this college as soon as the funds shall be sufficiently productive to support it".
The college was poor at that time and there seemed to be no possibility of importing an adequately trained man. Hence, we find in Silliman's diary an interesting account of how he, a student in law, eventually became Professor of Chemistry. On day while walking across the Green he met President Dwight and asked his advice concerning an opening in the law in Georgia. President Dwight advised him not to go to Georgia. "I would not voluntarily, unless punder the influence of some commanding moral duty, go to live in a country where slavery is established; you must encounter, moreover, the dangers of the climate, and may die of a fever within two years. I have still other reasons which I will now proceed to state to you."
He went on to say that the College had arrived at a time when it could safely carry out the resolution of the Corporation to establish a Professorship of Chemistry and Natural History, and apparently he saw no way to fill such a position "but to select a young man worthy of confidence, and allow him time and opportunity, and pecuniary aid to eniable him to acquire the requisite science and skill, and wait for him until he should be prepared to begin." Silliman continues: "The good president perceived both my surprise and my embarrassment and with his usual kindness and resource proceeded to remark to this effect:-'I could not propose to you a course of life and of effort which would promise more usefulness or more reputation. The profession of law does not need you; it is already full, and many eminent men adorn our courts of justice; you may also be obliged to cherish a hope long deferred, before success would crown your efforts in that profession, although, if successful, you may become richer by the law than you can by science. In the profession which I proffer to you there will be no rival here. The field will be all your own. The study will be full of interest and gratification and the presentation which you will be able to make of it to the college classes and the public will afford much instruction and delight. Our country as regards the physical sciences, is rich in unexplored treasures, and by aiding in their development you will perform an important public service, and connect your name with the rising reputation of our native land. Time will be allowed to make every necessary preparation; and when you enter upon your duties, you will speak to those to whom the subject will be new. You will advance in the knowledge of your profession more rapidly than your pupils can follow you, and will be always ahead of your audience."' As a result Silliman went to Philadelphia to study chemistry at the University of Pennsylvania. In October of that year the Corporation authorized him to "procure for the Medical Institution established here, anatomical preparations to the amount of $200.00 with the advice of Dr. Caspar Wistar." Apparently such preparations were not easy to find for on December I8, I8II, Jonathan Knight wrote to Benjamin Silliman that no material of the sort desired was available but that all the anatomical preparations were made by students and only sold by them subsequently. "I would be willing to devote a considerable portion of time to it were I assured of a remuneration for the expense which usually attends it. This amounts to $io.oo for each subject." Collections of bones were apparently a much simpler problem but dissected specimens were rather rare.
During In all probability this was in the general interest of the entire institution. That Jonathan Knight was seriously concerned with the new duties he was to assume in New Haven is clear from his request for information concerning the courses in Anatomy which Dr. Cogswell was planning to give. One would gather from the tenor of this letter that during the fall of I8I2 no lectures in Anatomy were given and as a number of students appeared for instruction at the beginning of that academic year, a full curriculum could not have been presented.
It was noted above that many of the letters give evidence of the rectitude and piety of the writers. That this was not always the case appears in a letter from a Stephen Lockwood of New York who was apparently on very friendly terms with Jonathan Knight.
Stephen Lockwood was probably a brother of James Lockwood, whose daughter Knight eventually married. In any event, he wrote to Knight in Philadelphia requesting Knight to look up a "Jew Lopez" to whom Stephen Lockwood had apparently loaned money while in New London and he had apparently failed to repay the loan. Banks of that day were few and personal loans were common. Further on in the letter appear the following sentences that speak for themselves: "You have had a long winter, I dare say. Ah! these bachelors! I can feel for them, for I am suffering their ills, my wife having gone to New London." Subsequently Knight must have found "honest Lopez" and reported back to Lockwood, because Lockwood directs Knight to collect the $24.7I, the amount of the loan plus the interest.
Having completed his studies in Philadelphia, Jonathan Knight returned to New Haven in the spring of the year to take up his duties at the Medical Institution of Yale College. Whether he immediately started giving lectures in anatomy is not clear. The first concrete 'evidence of his activities appears on the title page of his first day-book, for shortly after his appearance in New Haven he opened an office for the practise of physic and surgery, and almost daily entries appear from that time on, recording visits to the sick. Seventy-five cents seemed to be his standard charge for a visit unless it involved some minor surgical process, such as the setting of a fracture, where the charge grew to three dollars. Unfortunately this day-book does not give a record of the conditions treated and hence there is little direct evidence of the nature of his practise. From this time on, exact evidences of Knight's activities are limited. He must soon have made a name for himself in the community for judging from the steadily increasing number of entries in his day-book it is clear that his practise developed rapidly.
For the next 25 years Jonathan Knight lectured in anatomy to the students in the Medical Institute. His salary during his early years is not recorded, but on Apr. 9th, i833, it appears that Dr. Jonathan Knight was allowed $125.00 a year for four years for delivering lectures in anatomy to the senior class, and in I837, this was increased to $200.00 a year.
In reading the scattered records one early gets the definite impression that in Jonathan Knight we find a unique personality, one which would in the course of years develop into one of the great teachers and personalities of his time. He was the first of a long line of vigorous, stimulating teachers,-a line, that in 'the field of Anatomy extends to the person who in our day and generation continues so ably the tradition founded by Jonathan Knight.
Direct evidence of Knight's success appears in the records of the Corporation for August, 1813; for at that monthly meeting there was read the resignation of Dr. Mason Fitch Cogswell as Professor of Anatomy and Surgery and of Jonathan Knight as Assistant Professor. Promptly, and apparently without the need of discussion, the Corporation appointed Jonathan Knight to the chair, evidence enough of his early success.
In October of that year Knight was married in Greenwich by the Reverend Dr. Isaac Lewis to Elizabeth, daughter of James Lockwood, Yale College I766. Of the private life of Jonathan Knight we have almost no record. Of the few letters in existence written to Knight many are concerned with the payment of small loans. He must have had a fellow-feeling for the struggling student and apparently out of the largeness of his heart advanced matriculation and tuition fees whenever he felt that it was deserved.
Occasionally a letter appears offering excuses for failure to meet payments on debts. Under the date of May 5th, I847, Jonathan Knight writes to Dr. J. G. Percival requesting payment of interest on a note signed on behalf of Dr. Percival's son. This is the more intriguing since 20 years before he had written recommending Dr. Percival very highly. Several letters appear showing that he was called upon to attend patients in distant parts of the state.
Knight took his responsibilities in the School very seriously and it was evident that he was one of the most widely read men on the faculty. He apparently possessed an uncanny ability to keep in the forefront of medical knowledge. Many of the early copies of the Medical and Surgical Reporter now in the Yale Library bear his signature. In I834 he wrote to Brown and Pearce requesting detailed information concerning a dissectable model of the eye which they were offering for sale. There are in existence two letters from his younger brother, James G. Knight, who subsequently graduated from the Medical School in I822. 'rhey were in reply to a request for information concerning the statements to be found in the published works of Mr shortly thereafter "a fine site and ample grounds were purchased and a commodious hospital structure of liberal proportions was erected thereon".
The financial rewards of the practise of medicine during Dr. Knight's life are interesting. During the year I8I7, Dr. Knight's total entries in his day-book are $789.2I. In I825, this had increased to $I743; in I859 it was $36I3. When one considers that a dollar in those days was the practical equivalent of $io.oo today, the income of a successful practitioner was adequate.
From the frequency with which Knight's name appears in the Proceedings of the Connecticut Medical Society it is evident that he was a prominent and effective member of the community. His judgment was sought on many matters ranging from petty detail to those of profound importance. Imbued with a strong sense of social justice he figured largely in the attempts of the State Society to alleviate the suffering of the insane. His pronounced success as a lecturer endeared him to his students who obviously appealed to him frequently in their subsequent careers. In the published reports of those who knew him, there is frequent reference to the clarity of mind and dignity of his presentation which must have been striking characteristics of his lectures. His wide reading and his capacity for organization of material impressed his hearers with the soundness of his ideas without, at the same time, conveying the impression of dogmatism. This very clarity of vision was unquestionably responsible for his choice as President of the Convention held in New York in May, I846, the object of which was the formation of a National Medical Association. At first abortive, a second meeting in May, I847, continued him as President, a position he retained through the subsequent years of adjustment and petty bickering that marked the early stages in the formation of the American Medical Association. His success must have been great for in I853 he was elected its first President.
Aside from his success as a teacher, Dr. Knight early earned a reputation as one of the best surgeons in the State, and in I838, on the death of Dr. Thomas Hubbard, he was transferred to the Chair of Surgery in the Medical School. It is recorded that the outstanding element in his surgery was his conscientious attention to every detail. "It is enough to say that Dr. Knight's operations comprising almost every one known to modern surgery, were well considered, were guided by thorough anatomical knowledge and with special dexterity or nimbleness of manipulation; they were carefully and successfully performed." Dr. Francis Bacon, who succeeded Dr. Knight, reports this illuminating anecdote: One day on entering the operating room Dr. Knight noticed an unwonted gathering in the amphitheatre. On asking the reason for this concourse he found "that an unauthorized announcement of the operation which he proposed to perform, had been made to the public. The operation was one which might be postponed without detriment to the subject of it. The patient was accordingly remanded to his ward and the public was left with unsatisfied curiosity to disperse at its own convenience. The next day Dr. Knight returned and quietly performed the operation in the presence of a few professional spectators".
Not content with lecturing in anatomy and surgery, carrying on a busy practice, aiding in the formation of the American Medical Association, organizing and acting One last honor remains to be recorded. Shortly after the beginning of the Civil War, when Knight was over 70 years old, the New Haven Hospital was taken over by the Federal Government and by order of the Surgeon General, the Hospital was designated as the Knight United States General Hospital.
During the last years of his life Dr. Knight so suffered from constipation that his activities became less diverse, and one by one he laid aside his many duties. A month before his death "those who heard his last course of lectures, saw no abatement of his usual mental vigor and freshness". His last illness, which was of about ten days' duration, began with an attack of supposed gout from which he had occasionally suffered. He died on August 25, I864, "of peritonitis produced by a stricture in the rectum".
As one reviews the fifty-odd years of Dr. Knight's career, certain outstanding qualities appear. He was a clear-headed, logical lecturer; he was a careful, competent surgeon; he was an able organizer and administrator. These are the outward trappings of success, but his worth may be expressed in other terms. One can not look at his picture, or review the limited number of letters written to him and by him without being impressed by the genial, kindly, warm-hearted personality. "The beloved physician" was the well-earned title given him by all who knew him.
